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Chapter I 
 

Background 

 
 The Civil Service Reform Act of 1978 created a Senior Executive Service (SES) for the 

Executive branch to ensure that the executive management of the Federal Government would be 

“responsive to the needs, policies, and goals of the Nation and otherwise is of the highest 

quality.”1  Two years later, Congress passed the Government Accountability Office Personnel 

Act of 1980 (GAOPA) which established a personnel system for GAO designed to operate 

independent of the Executive branch.  That same Act created the Personnel Appeals Board (PAB 

or the Board) and gave the Comptroller General (CG) the authority to establish a Senior 

Executive Service that met the statutory requirements of the Executive branch’s SES corps.2  

The SES at GAO came into being in October 1980.3      

                                                

 This study is not the first time that the Board has taken an in-depth look at the SES.   In 

1998, the Board published an EEO Oversight report entitled Selection into the Senior Executive 

Service at GAO (1992-1997) based on a study of the selection process for the SES at GAO over a 

 
1  5 U.S.C. §3131.  
 
2  31 U.S.C. §733.  “The Comptroller General is free to establish a Senior Executive Service and a system 
of merit pay, if the Comptroller wants to do so.  If GAO does establish a Senior Executive Service or a 
system of merit pay, it must follow certain basic guidelines, parallel to those existing in executive branch 
agencies.” 125 Cong. Rec. H9182 (daily ed. Oct. 10, 1979) (statement of Rep. Schroeder). 
 
3  GAO Order 0768.1, GAO’s Senior Executive Service (June 1980).  Although the Order was 
promulgated in June, its effective date was October 5, 1980. 
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five year period.4  In that report, the Board found that, with respect to race, national origin and 

gender, the SES corps resembled the composition of the pool of employees eligible for selection.  

The Board did note an inconsistency between the available pool of those eligible to apply for 

SES positions and selectees by age in that employees below age 50 were disproportionately 

successful in being selected and those 50 and over were disproportionately unsuccessful.  In 

addition, the report concluded that the pool of black and Hispanic employees eligible to apply for 

SES vacancies was well below their overall representation in the Agency.5    

 In 2004, the Board took another look at the SES as part of its overall study of the state of 

Equal Employment Opportunity at GAO and found that no Hispanic employees had been 

appointed to the SES between the years 1999 and 2004.  In addition, black females and 

Hispanics constituted a smaller percentage of the SES ranks in comparison to their representation 

in the pool of those eligible to apply for SES vacancies.  Women continued to make gains in the 

executive ranks and older employees and persons with disabilities were appointed to the SES in 

much higher numbers than was the case in the Board’s 1998 study.6   

 

Methodology 

 In its most recent study, which focused on retention at GAO, among the issues the Board 

looked at was diversity in the supervisory and management ranks.  In its report, the Board 

compared the SES at GAO in 1997 to the SES at GAO in 2009 and observed the following: 

                                                 
4  EEO Oversight studies are conducted pursuant to the Board’s mandate to review and evaluate the 
regulations, procedures and practices of GAO as they relate to equal employment opportunity and to 
assess the Agency’s efforts in a particular area.  31 U.S.C. §732(f)(2)(A); 4 C.F.R. §§28.91, 28.92(b). 
 
5  Selection Into the Senior Executive Service at GAO (1992-1997) at 31 (1998) [hereinafter Selection into 
the SES].  The Board’s EEO Oversight reports are available at www.pab.gao.gov.   
 
6  The State of Equal Employment Opportunity at GAO in the 21st Century at 37-38 (Oct. 2005).   
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With the exception of white females, over the span of 12 years, little 
progress has actually been made in the overall diversity in the SES 
corps at GAO, with black males and Asian females remaining static 
and with Asian males and black and Hispanic females making gains,  
the latter increasing in number from two to four.7     

 

 Those observations led the Board to conclude that further study of the SES at GAO was 

both warranted and timely.  Much like in its earlier report, the Board is focusing on the “feeder 

pool” for the SES in this study that covers the years 2001 through 2009.8  The analysis of the 

data relevant to that pool allows a comparison of the representation of employees, by race, 

gender, national origin, age and disability, in the Agency, as a whole, in the pool of those eligible 

to apply for SES positions, and in the pool of those internal candidates who applied for SES 

vacancies.9 

 In addition, the report will compare the SES employees at GAO to those working in a 

number of similarly sized Executive branch agencies. 

 

The SES at a Glance 

 The following charts show the composition of the SES at GAO and within the Executive 

branch by race, national origin, and gender during the time period of this study. 

 

                                                 
7  The Retention of New Hires at GAO (forthcoming 2010). 
 
8  The feeder pool is a term meant to describe those employees at GAO who are eligible to apply for SES 
vacancies (also known as developmental or successor pools).  At GAO, that means Band III analysts, 
specialists, and attorneys, and PT-IV and MS-II for some vacancies.  The analyst and analyst-related 
population remains the predominant feeder pool for the Executive Candidate Assessment and 
Development Program (ECADP).    
 
9  As of December 2009, GAO’s workforce was 69.4% white and 30.6% minority.  African Americans 
made up 18% of GAO employees; Asian Americans, 7.4%; and Hispanics, 4.7%; the feeder pool was 
80.2% white and 19.8% minority.  African Americans were 11.7% of the pool; Asian Americans, 4.2%; 
Hispanics, 3.8%; and American Indian, .1%.       
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Table 16:  SES Feeder Pool by age (1995, 2001 & 2009) & Change in Percentage from 1995 
to 2009 
 
 < 40  40 - 49  50 +  Total 

1995   80 
12.3% 

 320 
 49.2% 

 250 
38.5% 

 650 
100% 

     

2001   69 
 11.4% 

  226 
 37.5% 

  308 
 51.1%  

 603 
100% 

     

2009  71 
11.1% 

  227 
 35.5% 

  341 
 53.4% 

 639 
 100% 

Change in 
Percentage 
1995-2009 

 
-1.2% 

 
  -13.7% 

 
+14.9% 

 

 

Source:  Analysis of GAO data 

 
 
Table 17:   Change in Percentage for Selectees for the ECADP from 1992-97 to 2001-09 by 
age 
 
 < 40  40 - 49 50 +  Total 

1992-1997    7 
  16.3% 

   33 
  76.7% 

   3 
  7% 

  43 
 100% 

     

2001-2009    6 
  8.6% 

   32 
  45.7% 

   32 
  45.7% 

   70 
 100% 

Change in 
percentage 
 
 

 
 - 7.7% 

 
 - 31% 

 
+ 38.7%

 

 

Source:  Analysis of GAO data 

 












